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ABSTRACT
INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS IN THE TIME OF A GLOBAL
PANDEMIC
The business and organizational worlds have been in constant transformation for years. Still, 2020
changed drastically the way they function from their very inside. The COVID-19 pandemic hit all
industries, and with that, all models of communication had to be reshaped so they could efficiently
connect with their internal players in charge of crafting and delivering messages that would work
towards a healthy and productive environment. Internal Communications played a critical role in
the employee relations, brand image, and overall success of organizations, especially during the
crisis. Through primary and secondary research conducted to three different organizations’ sizes,
this research project seeks to understand the communicational methods and practices organizations
had to put forward so their operations could remain highly functional. The research revealed that
the three organizations did not relent in their internal communication efforts but rather improved
drastically to ensure that organizations performed to their optimum best.
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INTRODUCTION
At a terrifyingly fast pace, COVID-19, defined by The Center for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) as a respiratory illness that can spread from person to person, mainly between people who
are in close contact with one another, spread all around the globe, infecting, as of the first quarter
of 2021, more than 167 million people and causing more than 3 million fatalities (CDC). “No
community and no organization, public or private, is immune from crises” (Seeger, Sellnow, &
Ulmer, 2008). “Since then, in a 24-hour media environment, the topic has been covered without
interruption and in real-time. The rapid escalation of the disease has been accompanied by
confusing, and often contradictory communication messages.” (Ratzan SC, Sommariva S, Rauh
L., 2020).

Nonetheless, as the crisis unfolded, leaders and management figures were required to propose a
plan to continue achieving their organizational and corporate goals despite the uncertainties in a
rapidly shifting business landscape. “Every crisis carries with it some level of uncertainty.
Following a crisis, questions often surface about how to communicate during the uncertainty of a
crisis. Whether the crisis is a natural disaster, a food-borne illness outbreak, or a plant explosion,
a crisis communicator has to manage uncertainty. (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2008).

It means that besides having a crisis communication plan ready to be put in place -- a practice that
has gained traction lately within organizations that have started recognizing it as a crucial part of
their success in image and reputation management -- leaders, managers, communication
specialists, or the authorities in charge of their internal communications, have also doubled their
efforts in a time of disruption and change to manage operations, stakeholders, shareholders, and
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the core of all internal communication interactions: employees. Organizations have Recognized
and understood the importance of the latter for achieving their ultimate goals.

Internal communication is a term used to describe an organization’s managed communication
system, where employees are regarded as an internal public or stakeholder group (Vercic et al
2012).

Creating a highly effective team that understands an organization's vision, goals, and culture plays
a highly significant role in organizations that have grown tremendously. It underscores the
importance of internal communications. Not so long ago, internal communications received little
attention from public relations theorists since their focus of attention was on external
communication. However, internal communication is now of great importance for many
organizations, and theorists are re-examining internal communication in the light of developments
such as employee engagement (Welch 2011; Karanges et al 2015; Zerfass et al 2015;) .

In the wake of the outbreak of the Novel Coronavirus in December 2019, which compelled
organizations to switch their modus operandi, it became instructive for organizations to reorganize
in order to continue to function properly without collapsing during this period. The reorganization
process required companies to adopt several new means of operating, such as working from home,
moving completely virtual, etc., in order to address the crisis.

This paper will focus on the impact a Global Pandemic (Covid-19) had on internal
communications, understanding that employees are important stakeholders whose behavior and
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communication contribute to the corporate identity of organizations and this in turn, has a direct
impact on external stakeholders. (Welch and Jackson 2007). Given that the influence of Covid-19
on organizations has never been seen before, very little study has been conducted in this area.
Amazon, UMass Memorial Health, and Clark Dining will be used as case studies in this research
because they will provide us with excellent first-hand information, which will be supplemented by
other secondary resources as well.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
INTRODUCTION
This chapter of the paper presents a review of related literature. It examines various concepts
related to the discussion of internal communication as well as those related to the pandemic as well
as how organizations can communicate during a crisis such as Covid-19. Two theories are
presented to explain the phenomenon of crisis communication in the context of the pandemic while
discussing what scholars have done in the subject area thus far.

THE CORONAVIRUS DISEASE
The coronavirus disease was first discovered in Wuhan, a town in China in December 2019 after
which the virus spread to other parts of the world. According to Siddiquei & Khan (2020),
the disease started in a food market in the city of Wuhan, where wild animals such as rabbits,
snakes, civets and camels are traded, as they are widely considered delicacies in China. Thus, the
center of Wuhan has been considered the epicenter of the disease.
According to Mhalla (2020), the coronavirus is like the severe acute respiratory syndrome from
the (SARS) family viruses, which was reported to have caused the epidemic of 2002-2003 in
China.
The virus has had a massive impact on the entire world economy and this pandemic has been
considered a very high danger by the world health organization (Siddiquei & Khan 2020). The
coronavirus has been labelled as the black swan event (deloitte insights 2020) and has been likened
to the economic scene of World War two (Reuters 2020), suggesting the depressing economic
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impact the disease has had on the world economy. The coronavirus, caused by Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS COV-2) has had

a detrimental effect on global

health care systems with a ripple effect on every aspect of human life as we know it. Sohrabi et al.
highlighted the extent of the outbreak with the World Health Organization (WHO) declaring the
COVID-19 outbreak as a global emergency on January 30, 2020.
As a way of slowing down the spread of the disease, various governments were compelled to
enforce strict border controls, shutdowns, quarantine and travel restrictions especially in countries
where their economies are large (Scientific American Blog Network, 2020, AlJazeer2020,
GOV.UK, 2020). All these have sparked fears of an impending economic crisis and recession, in
line with Reuters (2020) claim of likening the coronavirus event to the economic crisis of World
War two.
Siddiquei & Khan (2020) point out that the coronavirus has the potential to impact the entire world
economy in a financial and non-financial term. However, China has effectively controlled the virus
with a large number of proactive actions, but the grim scenario is emerging in European countries
such as Italy, Spain, France, and Germany where the virus has spread exponentially. Now Europe
has become the new epicenter of Coronavirus. Apart from European countries, Iran and USA are
also facing severe consequences of this deadly virus. Apart from its impact on life, the economic
consequences are also very severe. According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, it may prove to be the biggest threat to the world economy of countries all over the
world. Oxford Economics lowered its Chinese growth forecast to only 4 percent in the first quarter
of 2020 from 6 percent. As a result of the negative impacts of the virus on economies, the growth
rate of China has been predicted to only be 5.4 percent for the whole year of 2020, far from the 6.1
percent recorded in 2019.
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Spread of the coronavirus
Based on reports published in a peer reviewed journal, the Lancet, Chinese experts charged with
investigating the beginning of what is now called the Coronavirus, the first case of the novel
disease was a case of a person who had first experienced symptoms on the 1st of December 2019.
Between the dates of 8th of December and 18th December 2019, seven people were later diagnosed
with the virus, with two of them linked to the Wuhan seafood market. In addition, Li Wenliang,
an ophthalmologist at Wuhan central hospital alerted his colleagues of his discovery of a
resurgence of SARS, which was reported to have killed at least 349 people in china from 20022003.The United States confirmed their first case by January 20, 2020 and by March, Ghana had
recorded its first case.
Impacts of the coronavirus on the economy
In the Economics in the Time of COVID-19 (edited by Richard Baldwin and Beatrice Weder di
Mauro), make the point that the world is currently facing a global shock. According to them, the
last time the world suffered a global shock was the aftermath of Lehman’s collapse in September
2008. Baldwin and Tomiura argue in their book that the evidence from the global crisis of 2008
to 2009 provides evidence on the likely outcome of the depression coronavirus will have on the
world economy.
Shah et al. (2020) argues of the possibility that the coronavirus pandemic is likely to be U shaped
rather than V shaped, as has been the case for similar epidemics and other supply shocks. V shaped
recession indicates a downside recession of the global market while U shaped recession predicts a
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down and up turn of the economy. Boone, L (2020) estimates that the base scenario, in which the
outbreak was contained in China and a few other countries, could simply imply a growth slowdown
of about 0.5 percent in 2020. In their most severe scenario (with very high infection rate) their
impact on 2020 growth is four times higher than the Boones adverse case. In this scenario Japan
is the country with the highest hit of almost 10% GDP loss followed by Germany and the US with
losses of about 8% each.
A range of policy responses is important both in the short term as well as in the coming years. In
the short term, central banks and treasuries need to make sure that disrupted economies continue
to function while the virus outbreak continues. In the face of real and financial stress, there is a
critical role for governments (Warwick and Fernando, 2020).
While at this, management of businesses continue to face a wide variety of difficulties in their
business operations, as responses to limiting the spread of the disease in their respective
organizations. One-way organizations have done this is to come up with guidelines in their
respective organizations such as, social distancing protocols that fit into the general world health
organization requirement. Internal communications thus becomes the backbone of business in this
crisis, as the best laid down internal communication mechanism will eventually determine if
businesses will be on top of their game or not (Stevanović & Gmitrović, 2015).

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS
According to Stevanović & Gmitrović (2015), internal communications is the communication
between people who are employed in an organization or between the organization and their
employees. It also takes into account all forms of communications that take place between
management and leaders of the organization and among the employees themselves. In all, the
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whole communicative structure of the business organization is an important element of the
organizational structure (Omilion-Hodges & Baker,2014). Internal communications create good
relationships between top management and employees, as well as between the employees
themselves.
Internal communications in organizations also leads to employee loyalty, as relationships tighten
and lead to more productivity, as employees will feel a sense of belonging to the organization and
will be ready to struggle with the organization to make it successful (Nikolić et. L., 2013).
Closely related to the discussion is the use of informal communications within the organization.
According to Stevanović & Gmitrović (2015), informal internal communications is a form of
communication in which information is transmitted in an unofficial way between employees and
management. Thus, this form of communication does not necessarily require formal recourse to
authority but takes place on a level where employees feel free to express themselves. According
to Stevanović & Gmitrović (2015), this form of communication is an integral part of the internal
communicative layout of organizations that removes barriers of bureaucracy and allows employees
to register their opinions devoid of fear, which has the potential of getting more results as the
formal barriers have been removed. In one study, researchers found that satisfactory
communications within an organization leads to more satisfaction and productivity. This directly
ties into the discussion of Stevanović & Gmitrović (2015), when they claim that successful internal
communication will lead to the success of the organization.
Keller, Lynch, Ellinger, Ozment, and Calantone (2006) found in their research that internal
communication is also a market strategy that adopts the principles of promotion that leads to the
success of the organization. In their view, internal marketing adopts the traditional tools of
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marketing to develop and distribute job products to employees. By job products, they mean
information, knowledge, physical and social environment as well as the tools that are necessary
for a successful delivery of their respective tasks and job requirements. Keller et al. also introduced
"internal promotion" as effective internal communication through the use of face-to-face
interactions, recognition, and rewards. Asif and Sargeant (2000) found effective communication
to produce factors of employee engagement such as satisfaction, commitment, and loyalty (p. 309).
Waldeck et al. examined the use of ACITs, traditional media, and face-to-face communication
channels.
It is important to note that Hunt and Ebeling (1983) in their studies also found that there is a strong
relationship between communication and improved employee attitudes, which goes to support the
idea of Asif and Sargeant (2000) when they argued that there is correlation between the attitude of
employee and the structure of communications in their organizations. As found by Hunt and
Ebeling, the implementation of a good internal communications strategy results in a positive
change in the workforce of the organization which is a good indication that when internal
communications is strengthened, there will be positive energy within employees that promotes
productivity.
According to Men and Bowen (2016), internal communications involve the building and
management of relationships with internal stakeholders. It involves all manner of communications
including top down, bottom up and vertical internal communications as well as the use of mass
media communications and peer to peer communications among employees. According to Men
and Bowen, employees are brand advocates of the company or organization, and therefore,
building a good relationship with them will ensure that they become good representatives of the
organization outside the organization.
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As the number one stakeholders of the organization, employees are also considered corporate
ambassadors as well as the organization's important communication asset. How employees feel
about the company and what they say publicly are often perceived as more credible, forming the
basis of how external stakeholders view the company. Thus, internal communications within the
organization must be structured in such a way that incorporates employees into the whole process.
Men and Bowen make the point that because of diversity in the workplace, a number of issues
have started coming up. And more so when there is a crisis such as a pandemic, communication
will be the key in overcoming these challenges.
Communication within organizations has become increasingly important as global challenges
continue to impact on businesses. Companies have responded in a positive way by coming up with
creative ways to get important messages to their internal stakeholders, including the use of mass
media as well as the use of traditional face to face communications (Men and Bowen 2016).
The scholars make the point that the use of interactive communicative strategies such as the use of
traditional face to face communications allows management to assess feelings and emotions of
employees and allows them to get nonverbal feedback on important issues. In other circumstances,
the organization may decide to use print, social media, video conferencing, emails as well as
telephone communications to get information to their internal stakeholders on important decisions
and information.
Vermillion (2018) argues that, because of the numerous messages that usually come out from
different angles during a crisis, it is important to keep a strategic way of communicating during a
crisis. This is because the success or future of the organization will be dependent on how best or
poorly, they handle their communication during a crisis. By getting a central point where
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communications will come from, employees and other stakeholders who are not of their own will
move around to be speaking and giving out conflicting information.
Vermillion (2018) recommends providing information early and often during crises, in order to
mitigate or reduce the number of opposing messages that fly around during times of crisis.
According to her, this is very important because deliberate topics and messages must be selected
to achieve positive results, and this can only be done when the messaging is coordinated within
the organization. When the team members are all on one page as far as the communication is
concerned, handling the crisis that may arise will be successful.
Closely related to the selection of topics is the appointment of a focal person who will be the point
of contact or reference in times of crisis. According to Vermillion (2018), this person will be in
charge of all internal communications as well as speaking with those outside the organization.

Vertical and horizontal communication within organizations
Every organization is made up of people, staff, management, and other internal publics that enable
the organization to function and achieve its purposes. For the organization to maintain a culture of
excellence and ensure a high level of commitment, there is a need for managers of the organization
to employ various communication strategies that relate, bind, and influence all the workers in the
organization. According to Bolfek et al. (2017) communication with employees has three main
objectives: 1. acculturate the employees, 2. inform the employees on organizational developments,
happenings, and news, 3. listen to the employees.
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Thus, understanding the communication strategy of an organization takes the form of observing
the established system of information sharing between management and employees. This normally
takes place in four directions namely, vertical, horizontal, diagonal (lateral flow) and informal flow
of communication (Trajkova, Andonov & Mihajloski, 2014).
The Vertical flow of communication basically refers to communication between managers and
workers. Simpson (1959) regards vertical communication as a type of flow of information between
members of an organisation who are on different levels of its hierarchy. According to them, vertical
communication can be used both in a downward and upward direction. Message in downward
vertical communication is communicated hierarchical, from the heads of the highest hierarchical
level to the managers at the lowest level through direct contact, and then to the lowest levels of the
hierarchical pyramid structure – to the executors (Trajkova, Andonov & Mihajloski, 2014).
During a downward vertical communication process, unless requested as part of the message, the
senders do not usually expect or particularly want to get a response. An example may be an
announcement of a new CEO. In general, downward communication delivers information that
helps to update the workforce about key organizational changes, new goals, or strategies; provide
performance feedback at the organizational level; coordinate initiatives; present an official policy
(public relations); or improve worker morale or consumer relations. Unlike horizontal
communication, vertical communication takes into account organizational structure and it doesn't
allow passing information in any other way. Due to this, whenever there is a lack of information
coming from higher hierarchical structures that refer to tasks, there is a potential source of stress
and uncertainty among employees (Donelly, Gibsson, Ivancevich, 1998).
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The upward vertical communication on the other hand refers to the transmission of information
from lower levels of an organization to a higher one. This means that information is sent from
executors to managers and this information, based on its importance, keeps climbing up the
hierarchical ladder till it gets to the topmost official in the organization. The upward vertical
communication is very important for general decision making. In the course of organizational
communication, top management wants to hear the voice of employees and learn organizational
problems, and thus is given the opportunity to express their opinions, needs and influence in
decision-making (Donelly, Gibsson, Ivancevich, 1998; Markovits et. al., 2007)
Horizontal flow of communication, also called lateral communication, occurs when there is a flow
of messages between individuals and groups working at the same level of an organization.
According to McPhee and Poole (2001), horizontal flow of communication occurs between
employees working in the same or a different organizational unit, and is equal in status, in terms
of the hierarchical pyramid structure.
The contents of their messages can be requests of assistance and cooperation for execution of tasks
to achieve a personal, social, and emotional relationships, formal or informal interaction between
managers and workers of various units, and with the same status, which allows coordination of
activities. Terzić points out that “through horizontal channels, we ensure information distribution,
coordination and solution of interdepartmental problems” (Terzić, 2018:190).
Horizontal communication tends to produce a higher quality of information exchange since it
occurs directly between people working in the same environment. According to Trajkova et. al.
(2001), horizontal communication occurs in two types, problem solving or task execution in the
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department (communication between employees of the same department) and activities between
departments (among employees from different units).
For horizontal communication to have maximum effectiveness, people in any system or
organisation should be available to one another. Companies use work teams which integrate the
workflow processes instead of having specialists who exclusively deal with one function or
product (Terzić, 2018). That is why, in an organisation divided into cross-functional teams,
horizontal communication among the team members is extremely important to achieve individual
and team goals (Lehman and Dufrene, 2015:9).

COMMUNICATIONS DURING CRISIS
According to Reynolds & Quinn (2008), disasters are part of everyday life, and organizations that
face crises must be able to communicate in such a way that does not complicate the already bad
situation. The coronavirus pandemic has brought a series of challenges to many organizations
across the world, especially organizations in the United States. For companies and organizations
to be able to sail through the challenges brought by this pandemic, there has to be elaborate
communications within these organizations that drive people’s minds to the importance of
adhering to health protocols set out by the Centre for Disease Control and the World Health
Organization.
Reynolds & Quinn (2008) suggest that the tenets of Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication
(CERC) are a vital component of our response to a pandemic. According to them, crisis
communication includes the urgency of disaster communication with the need to communicate the
risks associated with the crisis in question as well as the benefits of alternatives available to
stakeholders and the public (Reynolds, Galdo, & Sokler, 2002; Reynolds & Seeger, 2005).

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS IN THE TIME OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

19

According to the same authors, crisis and emergency risk communication is the effort by concerned
experts to provide information to allow an individual, stakeholder, or an entire community to make
the best possible decisions about their well-being within nearly impossible time constraints and
help people ultimately to accept the imperfect nature of choices during the crisis (U.S. Department
of Homeland Security, 2005).
The point is also made for how organizations must be prepared to communicate effectively during
a pandemic, and this must follow key risk communications concepts laid out as follows (Reynolds,
2006).
•

When health risks are uncertain, as likely will be the case during a pandemic, people need
information about what is known and unknown as well as interim guidance to formulate
decisions to help protect their health and the health of others.

•

Coordination of message development and release of information among federal, state,
and local health officials is critical to help avoid confusion, which can undermine public
trust, raise fear and anxiety, and impede response measures.

•

Guidance to community members about how to protect themselves and their family
members and colleagues is an essential component of crisis management. Information
provided to the public should be technically correct and succinct, without patronizing.

•

Communication during an influenza pandemic should minimize speculation, clearly state
the strengths and limitations of current data, and avoid over reassurance of the public.

An influenza pandemic will generate immediate, intense, and sustained demand for information
from the public, healthcare providers, policy makers, and news media. Healthcare workers and
health educators must be trained to work with media relations and public health communications.

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS IN THE TIME OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

20

Timely and transparent dissemination of accurate, science-based information about pandemic
influenza and the progress of the response can build public trust and confidence. (p. 5)
According to Coombs (2014), crisis response strategies are used by managers in dealing with crises
through communications. He identifies two strategies for dealing with internal communications
during a crisis. First, he argues that managing information is essential during crisis communication
and managing the meaning is attached to the communications or information given. Managing
information involves the collection and dissemination of crisis-related information while
managing meaning involves efforts to influence how people perceive the crisis and/or the
organization involved in the crisis (Coombs, 2010).
Coombs also suggests that in times of crisis, internal communications must give instructing
information. According to him, instructing information helps employees to take precaution and
take measures that seek to reduce negative effects of the crisis. Instructing information also
prevents stakeholders from becoming victims (Sturges, 1994) by giving them specific information
that will protect them. Thus, Coombs suggests that when there is a crisis, specific communications
that seek to give instructions on the way forward or what to do must be part of the overall internal
communication plan in order to come out of the crisis or navigate the crisis successfully. Crisis
response strategies are used to repair the reputation, to reduce negative affect and to prevent
negative behavioral intentions (Coombs, 2007)
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Situational Crisis Communication Theory
The crisis communication theory was developed based on the assumption that the organization's
reputation is recognized as a valued resource that must be protected (Winkleman, 1999). Crisis is
seen as unpredictable and can damage the reputation of the organization as well as slow its growth.
Crisis communication theory therefore assumes that variables, assumptions, and relationships must
be carefully considered in selecting a crisis response strategy to protect the organization's
reputation. Situational crisis communication theory assumes that an organization's reputation is
threatened by crisis and needs strategic communications to protect this reputation (Coombs and
Holladay 2002).
The situational crisis communication theory also holds roots in attribution theory which holds that
people search for causes of events, especially those that are unexpected and sudden (Weiner, 1985;
Weiner 1986, 2006). These attributions are followed by emotions, sometimes anger or sympathy
and they must serve as motivations for action for crisis managers.
The theory holds that, when crises arise, crisis managers begin by selecting a crisis response by
first identifying the type of crisis that has confronted the organization and how employees and the
public interpret the crisis. This helps to evaluate how the stakeholders see the crisis and helps the
organization to control the event or take responsibility. Perceptions of crisis responsibility have
proven to increase as attributions of personal control intensify (Coombs, 1998).
The theory also suggests that having evaluated the situation, the crisis manager must select a
strategic communication response that is appropriate for the amount of potential reputational
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damage a crisis may inflict on the organization. The stronger the potential reputational damage the
more the crisis response strategy must try to accommodate the victim or victims, that is, those
adversely affected by the crisis. This response will ensure that the amount of damage is mitigated,
by demonstrating that the organization cares for the employees or victims.
Situational Crisis Communication Theory also holds that communication affects people’s
perceptions in a crisis. The words used as well as actions taken by management in a crisis affect
how employees perceive the organization as well as the crisis itself. Thus, these perceptions shape
evaluations of the organizational reputation as well as stakeholders ’emotional response toward
and future interactions with the organization (Nerb and Spada, 1997). The argument thus is that
communication in times of crisis can help restore the image of the organization.
Barton (2001), Coombs (2007a), and Fearn-Banks (2001) note that, organizations must put in a
crisis management plan, which is a reference tool that can be used in times of crisis. They suggest
that crisis management plans help save time by pre-assigning tasks, pre-collecting information and
serving as a reference source. By referencing how the organization dealt with a similar crisis in
the past, the current crisis could be quickly responded to, and possible damages be mitigated before
they degenerate into other things.
The situational crisis communication theory is relevant to the present discussion because it serves
as a guide in analyzing organizations’ preparedness for crisis and how communication must be
designed in times of crisis. It has been observed that companies and organizations must be
deliberate in choosing their crisis communications responses, taking into account various
communication models that integrate internal staff into the process. As we have found from the
discussion, internal employees are important ambassadors for the organization, and the kind of
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communication they receive during a crisis can go a long way in helping the organization through
the type of information that goes out of the organization and how the organization navigates the
crisis.
Health Belief Model
The health belief model is a theoretical model that serves as a guide to health promotion and
disease prevention programs. The model was propounded and conceptualized by social
psychologists Hochbaum, Rosenstock and others in the 1950s when they were working with the
U.S Public Health Service to understand and explain the failure of people participating in programs
to prevent and detect diseases. Being one of the most widely applied theories of health behavior in
academia, (Glanz & Bishop, 2010), the Health Belief Model posits those six constructs predict
health behaviour: risk of susceptibility, risk of severity, benefits to action, barriers to action, selfefficacy, and cues to action (Becker, 1974; Champion & Skinner, 2008; Rosenstock, 1974). Tlou
(2005) provided a brief commentary on all the components of the Health Belief Model as he
sourced from Stretcher et al. (1997).
According to him, Perceived Susceptibility refers to a person's subjective perception of the risk of
contracting an illness. In the case of established illnesses, it includes acceptance of diagnosis,
personal estimates of susceptibility to an illness in general. Perceived Severity refers to feelings
concerning the seriousness of contracting an illness or leaving it untreated. It includes evaluations
of both medical and clinical consequences and possible social consequences. The combination of
perceived susceptibility and perceived severity constitutes perceived threat. Perceived Benefits
then refers to a person's beliefs regarding the effectiveness of the various actions intended to reduce
the perceived threat.
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Therefore, a person is likely to accept the recommended health action if she/he perceives that
recommendation as efficacious. Perceived Barriers refers to the negative aspects of the health
action that may act as an impediment to undertaking the recommended health action. An
unconscious cost benefit analysis occurs, when the individual weighs the expected effectiveness
of the health action against the costs or discomforts of engaging in the health action. Cues to
Action: These are events that trigger a person to engage in the self-protective health action. These
cues may be internal (such as symptoms) or external (such as mass media communications, health
education, interpersonal interaction).
According to Rainear & Christensen (2015), the Health Belief Model has been applied to a variety
of health communication contexts, including nutrition (Feldman & Mayhew, 1984; Orji et al.,
2012), bicycle helmet use (Quine et al., 2000), smoking habits (Knight & Hay, 1989), colonoscopy
screening (Frank et al., 2003), and vaccination (Chen et al., 2011; De Wit et al. 2005).
In an organization where there is an adoption of vertical and horizontal communication for
example, the Health Belief Model will aid management in understanding the main reasons for the
failure of their employees to change their lifestyle behavior towards the work culture in the
organization, as well as the new protocols that may have been instituted for the purposes of
navigating the new system brought as a result of the pandemic. The health belief model can also
explain how employees’ attitudes can change their attitudes towards the new set of rules, or the
‘new normal’ as the organization navigates the crisis.
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CONCLUSION
This chapter discussed related concepts and literature to internal communication during a global
pandemic. The theoretical framework that was used to explain the various concepts are the
Situational crisis communication theory and the Health Belief Model. While the SCCT provided
insights into how managers communicate with their internal audiences (employees) during a crisis
(Global Pandemic). The Health Belief Model was used to give a health angle to the discussion and
suggests how employees can be made to comply with the new normal that is brought by the global
pandemic.
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COVID-19 has hit different industries and sectors since the beginning of 2020 resulting in various
socio-economic issues across the world. It has also significantly impacted the workplace and
business as usual.

“Internal communication can mean the success or failure of any major change or crisis and needs
the same analytical rigor that is given to external crisis communication and to financial or
operational measures” (Barrett, 2002). The quality and the quantity of communication affect the
level of trust and involvement of employees (Thomas et al., 2009), which is what the new structure
of internal communication seems to be about, a different approach of taking employees into
account on a more human level and giving importance to their relationship with the organization.

UMass Memorial Health Care internal communication response:
In the case of UMass Memorial Health, like many other different health care institutions, “The
COVID-19 pandemic has placed an enormous strain on health care workers, and its potential
impact has implications for the physical and emotional well-being of the workforce. As hospital
systems run far over capacity, facing possible shortages of critical care medical resources and
personal protective equipment as well as clinician deaths, the psychological stressors necessitate a
strong well-being support model for staff” (Ripp, J., Peccoralo, L., & Charney, D, 2020).
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It stresses the need for management to have a plan of action besides ensuring that they reach their
organization’s goals during the crisis--that is, they must ensure that their employees’ health and
safety are priorities in the workplace.

Healthcare staff are, for the most part, emotionally strong individuals who have the skill,
experience and education to deal with disease and death. Before the COVID-19 pandemic,
however, the mental health and psychological well-being of this population had already been
recognized as a major healthcare concern, evidenced by the growing incidence of stress, burnout,
depression, drug and alcohol dependence and suicide across all groups of health professionals, in
many countries (Carrieri et al., 2018). High-stress roles combined with the distinctive demands of
the current COVID-19 crisis have undoubtedly placed frontline healthcare workers at additional
risk for mental health problems, with early reports from around the world indicating elevated rates
of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and suicidality (Gunnell et al., 2020;
Lai et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2020).

In response to the COVID- 19 crisis, UMass Memorial Health Care has been working on
supporting its members’ mental health. However, there is a lack of evidence about what
interventions are most helpful for staff working in such high-risk occupational roles, with what
evidence there is about effectiveness being mixed, and often demonstrating that well-intentioned
interventions, (i.e., debriefing) can actually increase the likelihood of developing mental health
problems such as PTSD (Rose et al., 2002; National Institute for Health and Care Excellence,
2018).
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According to the Senior Director of Media and Public Relations of UMass Memorial Health,
Anthony Berry, from the onset of COVID-19, the UMass Memorial Health Communications team
began partnering with its leadership to prepare for the impact the pandemic would have on their
hospitals and local communities. Their response was focused on providing patients, visitors,
caregivers, and constituents with the latest expert information and supporting the vast amount of
communication and messaging needs across the health care system.

Public health crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic represent different and complex
communication challenges, especially because of the substantial scientific uncertainty surrounding
the nature and management of all new and emerging health threats (Freimuth V. S, 2006). The
necessity of a trusted source for individual and group risk assessment has been well established
(Slovic, 2000). Generally, internal communication within an organization has, among others, the
effect of preventing individual and/or collective negative emotions as insecurity, fear, anger or
embarrassment (Cohn, 2000, 282) Internal communication is crucial in crisis situations as it is
able to provide cohesion and coherence to the organization involved (Moore, Seymour, 2005,
p. 82).

Internal communication is critical for an organization's successful performance; however, its
importance is greater when managing crises. For the UMass Memorial Health Communication
team, its employee’s communication goals were adapted to better address the new communication
needs that the situation itself demanded and continues demanding. As Francesca Gino and Jennifer
Chatman, Business scholars suggest, during a crisis, organizations should “curate and
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communicate examples of how the organization is adhering to its cultural values through new
practices.” (Chatman & Gino, 2020, para.5)

According to the Senior Director of Media and Public Relations of UMass Memorial Health, their
goals can be listed as:

•

Providing timely information to internal audiences: At the beginning of a crisis, the
availability of necessary information is usually scarce, especially when events are so
dramatic and ill-defined that they severely shock organizations (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer,
2008). It is crucial for communication leaders to deliver a message that makes its internal
audiences feel safe and supported, even in the middle of the crisis. “Planning is critical to
delivering bad news in a way that best serves all parties involved and leaves the door open
for productive cooperation in the future. Yet, since bad news should be delivered in a timely
manner, planning must be tackled as soon as possible. Many times, bad-news recipients
are hurt less by the bad news than by how long it took to receive it” (Cardon, 2014).

•

Creating messaging that resonates with their employees: The pandemic hit individuals
across different levels as stated throughout this project. Various studies have identified and
tracked different human emotions and workplace interactions across different channels to
understand the importance of shaping and crafting messages that will have an impact in the
internal communication spectrum and individually as needed.
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Leveraging a variety of tools to reach intended audiences: COVID-19 has created an
environment of constant change and has impacted internal communications significantly,
leaving communication specialists having to understand the different communication
demands that will surge among different types of audiences. Communications have to
become more personalized so that they can be more effective and help accomplish its
specific goals.

•

Working with the Medical Center’s Incident Command Center to develop and deliver
critical messages that accomplish their purpose and do not damage employee’s wellbeing.
The tone, style, and other aspects in which messages are crafted, especially during a crisis,
becomes critical in determining how the recipients process it. It means that building the
right message for the specific circumstance will have a direct impact on how the people
within the organization feel and react towards it.

•

Providing a caring, professional voice to assure UMass Memorial caregivers felt
recognized and supported. “Employees, who have long memories, tend to remember how
they were treated in times of corporate turmoil. When it comes to how they perceive the
organization in the aftermath of such troubles, those who communicated openly, honestly
and frequently will lay the foundation for future loyalty and overall organizational health”
(Zielinski, 2001).

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS IN THE TIME OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

31

(Source- Worcester Business Journal)

STRATEGY AND TACTICS
As part of the primary research conducted for this project, it was possible to gather first-hand
information on the strategies and tactics that the UMass Memorial Health Communication team
developed.

According to The Senior Director of Media and Public Relations of UMass Memorial Health, they
created a robust internal communication campaign as part of their COVID-19 response to ensure
their employees had timely and easy access to the information they needed to perform their jobs
safely and effectively and to care for their stakeholders.
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Their strategy involved a variety of tactics, and it details how they put into place their strategies to
meet the needs of effective communication in a period of uncertainty and change.

EXECUTION
The Intranet/ The Hub: They built a section of the UMass Memorial intranet (known as “The
Hub”) and focused on COVID-19 response efforts, documentation sharing, vital clinical
documents and more. With information evolving quickly, this site became the one true source of
information and the backbone of communications for employees.

Employee news/Hub News: The news section of The Hub became a focus point for distributing
updates and stories which highlighted need-to-know information, newly developed COVID-19
teams and innovative operational work, Everyday Strength stories to celebrate the courage,
compassion and strength of their caregivers, media highlights and community support. Prior to the
start of the COVID-19 pandemic, they were already posting news stories to The Hub twice each
week; during the pandemic they increased the number of the news stories to daily.

Daily Command Center briefings and briefing summaries: Following two tele-conference
briefings from the Command Center with 600 leaders across the system, a briefing summary was
emailed to all employees that included patient census and vent usage, important updates, resources
and links for caregivers, positive motivational stories, PPE, infection control, town hall meeting
announcements, and more. Communications developed and sent briefing summaries out seven
days a week, both by email and posted to The Hub.
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Human Resource communications – Dubbed Caring for Our Caregivers, this pillar of
communications supported staff throughout the pandemic. Topics included employee virus
exposure and testing, travel, remote working and return-to-work guidelines, labor pools, leave of
absence, administrative pay, childcare, temporary accommodations, and wellness and support
resources for caregivers. There was a pressing need for numerous communications in this space.

Town hall meetings: they also supported the launch of virtual town hall meetings, to keep all staff
and all shifts informed, including during business hours, on nights and weekends. Town hall
meetings were hosted by leaders who provided real-time updates on patient census, important
updates, inspirational stories, live questions and answers with staff, and more. Recordings of the
meetings were always shared to The Hub.

Leadership communications: Leaders of the organization, including Eric Dickson, MD,
President and CEO, UMass Memorial Health Care; Michael Gustafson, MD, MBA, President,
UMass Memorial Medical Center; Justin Precourt, Chief Nursing Officer and SVP, Patient Care
Services, UMass Memorial Medical Center; and Andrew Karson, MD, Chief Medical Officer and
SVP, UMass Memorial Medical Center, consistently provided up-to-date information, answered
questions, and recognized front-line essential workers, sharing words of inspiration and gratitude,
maintaining morale, and instilling a sense of pride for the great work of the organization.

Support for COVID-19 operational programs: They developed specific programs and
operational efforts, including the Emergency Department extension tent, patient ambassador
program, ambulatory triage center and physician call center, drive-thru testing and telehealth. To
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support staff, the Communications team developed patient-facing and physician-directed pieces to
support the needs of these areas.

Physician-facing communications: They greatly increased the volume of physician-facing
communications to keep both employed and private physicians in their managed care network
informed of the constant updates, resources, and best ways to meet patients’ needs. They
distributed Group Talk and Doc Talk e-newsletters bi-weekly and built a Hub page dedicated to
physicians. Physician liaisons kept in close contact with community physicians, and working hand
in hand with the Communication team, deployed direct emails from Dr. Dickson (CEO) as needed.
They also used the physician Twitter account to share news, information, and encouragement.

Everyday Strength: To recognize the 24/7 Herculean efforts made by their caregivers, the team
developed a campaign to highlight their “Everyday Strength.” Employees were encouraged to
recognize fellow caregivers on an online Gratitude Gallery to support one another as they fought
COVID-19. The message of strength was further shared via radio, billboard, print, web and social
media. On the web page, people could send e-cards and see their social media feed using
#umassmemorialstrength. Stories were weaved into internal messaging further displaying the
support and appreciation at briefings, town halls, in Hub News and on social channels. They also
turned to the public and asked that they too share their messages of support to their incredible
employees. Promotion kept the cycle going; people encouraged others to acknowledge people,
which in turn encouraged more.

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS IN THE TIME OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

35

Digital screens/Screensavers: Digital screens were an important tool to share consistent messages
to all desktops and screens simultaneously, including Everyday Strength, HR, safe care and more.

Care texts: Employees opted in to receive daily text messages with motivational and inspirational
messages to help them focus on the positive during unprecedented times.

EVALUTION: SUCCESS, RESULTS, or ROI
The effectiveness of leaders and communication plans during and after the COVID-19 crisis, will
be a subject of study in a variety of ways, including if they (a) clearly state their values that will
guide institutional actions, (b) understand and openly discuss the travails and hopes of their
collectives, (c) clearly communicate an ambitious vision of the direction that the unit will head
toward, and (d) demonstrate confidence that strategic goals can be achieved. (Antonakis et al.,
2016)

The results, according to The Senior Director of Media and Public Relations of UMass Memorial
Health, they achieved are listed below:

The Hub: From February 1 to June 30, analytics for COVID-19 Hub site content reported 110,000
pageviews and 135,000 clicks. The structure of the COVID-19 site provided employees with
system and entity-specific content. Our entities maintained their own entity page or sections
providing content to support patient care, operations and internal communications.
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Leadership Communications: is a newsletter for our caregivers from the Medical Center
president focusing on the COVID-19 response and the compassion, courage, teamwork and
strength of our caregivers. Content was published on a semimonthly basis from the end of March
through June, with an average open rate of 70%.

Physician-facing Communications: We ramped up production of Group Talk to focus on
COVID-19 content on a semiweekly basis from the end of March through June, producing 23
issues with an average open rate of 51.8%. We also produced a COVID-19-focused newsletter
called Doc Talk for private physicians in our managed care network, publishing it weekly and
producing eight issues with an average open rate of 39.4%.

Town Halls: Session attendance was higher than anticipated. For example, more than 1,000
attendees joined the system and UMass Memorial Medical Center town halls with the highest
turnout of 1,666.

Social Media: For UMass Memorial Health Care, UMass Memorial Medical Center and
HealthAlliance-Clinton Hospital metrics from Facebook, Twitter and Instagram reported
collectively: 1,100,208 engagements, 317% increase, total net audience grew by 7,189 users and
792% increase compared to previous four months.

Everyday Strength campaign:
•

The Hub garnered over 21,000 page views

•

We published 157 Everyday Strength news stories
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•

The Gratitude Gallery received 176 click-throughs

•

The eCard page received 327 click-throughs

•

Everyday Strength caregiver shoutouts were sent more than 570 times

•

The Hub Highlights newsletter had a consistent open rate of more than 55%

•

The Everyday Strength website launched on April 17, and within three months achieved
nearly 30,000 page views. Visitors to the page spent an average of nearly 7 minutes, and
on-page click activity increased each month. The conversion rate of form submissions (for
Everyday Strength shoutouts) was 3.2%, a rate that is above industry average.

The measure of the strategies success that are implemented within the organization, is a vital part
for the effective internal communication plan, indeed, environment, and future actions to be taken.
It will contribute to improving or modifying their strategies as needed. It is also reflected usually
during the crisis by how effective their operations work, which adds more responsibility to the
specialists in charge of the communication internally.
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CLARK UNIVERSITY DINING (by Sodexo)
Since the pandemic hit in March 2020, business as usual and business moving forward have
changed completely. As the coronavirus continues to disrupt everyone’s daily life and business
operations around the world, another hard-hit industry was food. People were not sure if they could
trust food cooked outside or served by others.
Clark University is situated in Worcester, Massachusetts with a population of 4000 students who
depend on the dining service on campus. It is handled by Sodexo, a food service and facility
management company. It serves many sectors that include government agencies, private
corporations, and schools (Pre-school through university). Sodexo has been in the food business
for more than 40 years now. Every day they make an impact and difference to the lives of the
people they serve and the people who serve. Sodexo has always focused on teamwork and their
employees have been their priority. They make sure that there is an open and honest
communication with their employees where they respect each other, while working towards their
goals. Sodexo has about 422,712 employees working around the world and at Clark, where they
employ 120 full-time employees and 50 student workers.
They had business continuity and pandemic plans in place, and they worked 24 hours a day, seven
days a week to ensure that the teams had the best equipment and knowledge to minimize
transmission risk and reported or verified cases, whether at work or at home. Sodexo
acknowledged that in order to solve COVID-19, all entities must work together. This would help
to reduce the spread of the virus and its effects by collaborating with their clients and mobilizing
all their employees.
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Clark Dining worked to prevent and mitigate the spread of the virus while continuing to enforce
current rules for personal hygiene, food safety, and infection control. They took every precaution
to ensure the health and safety of their staff, customers, and the environment, from limiting
unnecessary travel and washing and disinfecting high-touch surfaces, to instructing teams about
the ground on how to deal with suspected or confirmed incidents.
Since the pandemic started, Clark dining made sure all employees are in the communication loop.
When Clark University closed, Sodexo tried to employ their workers at other places where they
were serving. They wanted to make sure their employees who wanted to work throughout the
summer, would get to work. As we spoke to employees working at the Clark dining, one of the
employees who was out of work said, “I didn’t know what I would do when college closed 2 months
before it was supposed to. I spoke to Michael (the head manager) and told him I am ready to do
any job that opens. This is when he got back to me with an opening at UMass Hospital dining
service. I took that job and worked hard during this time. I am thankful for whatever Sodexo has
tried to do for us”.
Clark Dining wanted to reassure their employees throughout the pandemic that they were preparing
a roadmap for the current crisis with techniques to properly serve their diners. They designed
programs to accommodate COVID-19 safe service norms in order to fulfill the needs of staff and
all consumers, whether they were closed, required reduced services, or were fully functioning.
Their intention for all stakeholders was to feel confident and certain that they were taking all
possible efforts to do their part in reducing the spread of the virus, keeping their personnel and
customers safe, and continuing to provide the excellent dining experience that consumers have
come to expect.
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WHAT CLARK DINING IS DOING:
Along with reaching out to their employees, Clark Dining took actions to make sure that there are
no chances of spreading the virus. They took responsibility for the well-being of the communities
they serve, and they shared the contingency measures that they took to keep their environment safe
for their consumers and employees.
For Clark dining, Sodexo has been proactively managing the technical response to Covid-19.
Considering Clark University’s plan to reopen soon, Clark dining planned how they would work
while complying with the CDC rules.
Here are some of specific actions that Clark dining took in response to the current situation:
•

A reaction team from the university, comprised of subject matter experts from health and
food safety, culinary and facility operations, human resources, and supply management
was formed, continuously monitoring the situation and reacting in real time

•

They hold briefings with all of their site managers twice a week to ensure that they have
the information and tools they need to protect the health and safety of everyone on the site,
as well as the business continuity at their individual university

•

All worksite operations clean and disinfect commonly touched surfaces using a suitable
chemical disinfectant on a regular basis

•

If there was to be a disruption in food supply, a set of staff worked on alternate menus and
service choices. Though they wanted to be clear, their food supply network is well stocked,
and they do not anticipate any food supply chain delays at this time

•

All employees are subject to stringent food safety and health and wellness standards, which
require employees to stay at home if they are ill.
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During flu season, they posted additional messaging and in-unit signage on good
handwashing practices as well as other personal hygiene practices.

•

Their supply management team actively directs product availability for the universities it
represents, which included:

•

o

Cleaning chemicals – sanitizers and disinfectants

o

Hand soap and sanitizers

o

Gloves, masks, hair cover - Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)

They imposed a prohibition on all non-essential business travel

In these challenging times, they are even more committed to bringing their mission of Improving
the Quality of Life to the communities they serve. The health and safety of the communities they
serve remained their utmost priority.
After speaking to employees at Clark Dining and doing our research we found out that:
1.

Employees were kept in a communication loop and made sure every message reached them.

2. To be able to maintain social distancing, Clark dining had shut down food counters including
live cooking and self-serve options. Going from 16 to 9 counters resulted in employees losing their
current work, but Clark dining found a way to provide alternate work for these employees.
3.

They created opportunities by forming a clean team whose job was to clean and sanitize the

kitchen and dining area.
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(Source: @Clarkdining via Instagram)

4. Gained employees' trust and assured them that no one will be out of work.
5. They stopped the buffet and started serving at every station.
6.To limit the number of people accessing the dining hall, only authorized people with University’s
Meal Plan could enter.
7. They mapped the areas in and around the café and dining hall to make sure there is a line to
make sure that people do not run into each other.
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(Source: @Clarkdining via Instagram)

8.

To avoid crowding in one area/space, they started accepting payment through student meal

plans (previously only dining dollars, cash or card was accepted) at all the cafes.
9.

They reduced hours of operation.

10. They launched an app for students to be able to place orders online and then collect them. This
helped in reducing the crowd and saving time.
Most employees were happy and satisfied with all the efforts put in by Clark dining and Sodexo,
although some of them felt that they could have also provided financial help to those affected by
Covid-19.
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INTRODUCTION
Way before the Covid-19 pandemic shook the world, small retailers, businesses, and companies
already struggled to remain in competition with large e-commerce companies which could offer
products and services at low prices and fast delivery. So, when the pandemic broke out and
consumers were advised to stay at home, small businesses struggled to survive, online shops,
especially Amazon had all the power to capitalize.

Today, not only are over 3 million people known to be killed by the coronavirus pandemic, but it
is also responsible for ravaging the economy, completely stalling the factories, stimulating mass
layoffs, and the gradual declining of the already distressing store chains in retail cases. Amazon,
however, is an exception. The online behemoth did not only survive during the most challenging
time for the businesses, but their profits increased nearly 200% since the start of the
Covid-19 pandemic. What did the internal communications during the pandemic look like? What
have they done differently?

With the Covid-19 crisis continuing to interrupt businesses to make tactical decisions in real time,
it is important that organizations develop clear lines of communication and manage them.
Although many standardized internal communications techniques still apply during these sensible
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debates, the pandemic is continuously rewriting the rules according to the news and alerts by the
government and health officials’ surface.

According to IPR Organizational Communication Research Center (2020) - Before the Covid-19
pandemic broke out, internal communications mostly consisted of newsletters, picnics during
summer, and casual days. It was a C-Suite feature combined with the decision-making process of
the company to bring the company together from a brand of employers, culture, and health overall.
Whereas, today, CEOs are grappling with the repercussions of antiquated internal structures,
obsolete contents, cumbersome models, and disengaged individuals. Internal communication
experts have a crucial role to play in their company, as they ensure organizations are running as
smoothly as possible. They encourage cross-departmental collaboration, ensure effective
communications, inspire and engage employees, and provide positive employee experience.

The leadership team of Amazon was quick and early at acknowledging the pandemic as a
phenomenon of historical disruption. Meanwhile, Jeff Bezos- founder and CEO of Amazon, who
had spent one day a week in his Blue Origin rocket, soon became more involved in the operations
of Amazon. He met with his “S Team” (senior team)- a community of top managerial staff, many
of whom have been with Amazon for more than ten years- on a regular basis. Almost overnight,
Amazon expanded its already large retail business in the first quarter to meet a huge rise in orders,
as consumers sank home for vital products and turned to the internet to meet those needs. The
organization has undertaken an initiative to recruit 175,000 more workers in order to enhance its
response to the pandemic (Dumaine, 2020).
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The quick mobilization paid off for amazon as their sales reached 75.4 billion dollars over the
three months ending in March, and a 26% gain over 2019. Sales of Amazon Web Services, the
cloud storage firm, have first reached 10 billion dollars a year, as clients such as Netflix, Zoom,
and Slack have seen massive increases in usage. The Amazon stock was up 25 percent and Bezos,
the world’s richest individual already, had a net worth of up to 144 billion dollars- a jump in a
matter of months of 29 billion dollars (Dumaine, 2020).

Amazon has essentially been a data-driven company focused on retailing since the day it was
founded by Bezos 1994. Throughout this quarter century, Bezos has been building the world’s
most sophisticated and profitable data-driven company. The online retail business of Amazon is
guided by algorithms that scan buying patterns and adjust what the company stores in its large
warehouses. It focuses on where to stock them, and how to deliver the products quickly and
efficiently (Dumaine, 2020).

According to Dumaine (2020), Amazon is run like a federation of independent nations, each with
their own leaders and people, and this is one of their greatest strengths. There is no single central
suite for the managers in all divisions in Seattle, where the organization is headquartered. The
executives run their own operations in their region. Bezos, being the chief of the federation,
obviously has the last word about important decisions, However, his lieutenants have greater
latitude to move rapidly, decide, spend, and explore new technologies.
-
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INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS
How did the internal communications team at Amazon communicate to the employees during the
pandemic about the changes in the workplace?

On speaking with the Senior Product Managers at Amazon, Seattle, the employees were
communicated about the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic through their secure internal
communication portal and emails. The secure employee communication portal had a page that
consisted of all the Covid-19 related information, news and announcements that would be updated
from time to time. This Covid-19 information page was accessible for all the employees working
at Amazon. Amazon employees have been using an in-house video calling software called CHIME
while working from home and to communicate in general.
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ADAPTING TO THE PANDEMIC
Early on when the pandemic broke out, amazon was quick to implement over 150 new workplace
and safety protocols to protect their employees, especially their frontline workers from the
pandemic. Some of the initiatives included- improved sanitization, availability of PPEs at all times,
on-site covid-19 monitoring and temperature controls, social distancing, and guidelines and
parameters to prevent overcrowding. Amazon also started their vaccine drives to make sure that
all of their employees around the globe have been fully vaccinated. Although, these initiatives
have been extremely beneficial for amazon in controlling the spread of the virus in and around the
workplace, they also realized that they cannot monitor the activities of their employees outside the
workplace, which is why, Amazon made sure that they educated their teams about how to remain
safe in the community and at home, so that they can do their part to protect themselves and the
community. Amazon’s ‘Safe at Home’ campaign was created to keep their employees and their
families safe at home during the pandemic. The campaign features short educational videos
covering subjects such as dining out, safe social gathering, safe in-person shopping and much
more. These videos can be beneficial for not only in-person or frontline employees, but also for
remote employees who want to be safe and efficient while working from home. This ‘Stay at
Home’ initiative helped workers and families understand and practice best health while being at
home.
“The training and communication on the importance of these safety measures has been really
critical. Our ‘Safe at Home’ campaign offers educational materials for families and children, so
they’re learning about not just being safe at work, but safe at home with their family, their
friends, and in their community.”
- Heather MacDougall, Vice President of Worldwide Workplace Healthy and Safety for Amazon
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WORK FROM HOME
The abrupt shutdown of many workplaces and offices due to the Covid-19 pandemic led to a new
age of remote work for millions of employees all around the globe, and it could also imply a major
shift in future working conditions for a huge segment of the workforce. According to the pew
research center, most employees that have never tele-worked in their life before, now claim that
their tasks can be completed easily from home without having to work in-person. Before the
pandemic, only one out of 5 people had worked from home. But today, 71% of these employees
work from home all or most of the time. The Pew Research Center study also states that half of
these employees claim that they would like to continue work from home, even after the pandemic
(Parker, Horowitz, Minkin, 2020).

(Source: Getty Images)
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(Source: Pew Research Center)

“We continue to prioritize the health of our employees and follow local government guidance.
Employees who work in a role that can effectively be done from home are welcome to do so until
January 8 . We have invested significant funds and resources to keep those who choose to come
th

to the office safe through physical distancing, deep cleaning, temperature checks, and by providing
face coverings and hand sanitizers.”- an Amazon spokesperson told The Verge.

Amazon, like most companies, adapted to work from home for some of their employees. Early on
when the pandemic broke out, amazon had told their employees that they could operate from home
until January 2021 which has now been extended to the 30 of June 2021. The company started
th
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their ‘safe at home’ campaign and created new remote-employee guidelines as the tech industry
continues to navigate the Covid-19 pandemic (Kolakowski, 2020). Some of the areas in Amazon
that allow work-from-home opportunities are advertising, accounts manager, customer service,
logistics, fulfillment, management, operations, sales, merchant development, solutions
architecture, online data entry, and many more. Amazon also provided the employees with
furniture, computers, and other technical support to set up a work-from-home office. Some of the
key benefits of the Amazon work-from-home policy is that is allows the employees to have a better
work-life balance, less stress of commuting to work during a pandemic, liberty to dress down and
set up right environment for themselves, saves money, and the reduced usage of transportation has
a positive impact on the environment (Dilven, 2021).

Unfortunately, the work-from-home policy only applied to the white-collar jobs and not the
warehouse employees. Among other contract and hourly workers, Amazon also has a huge
warehouse staff (250,000 or so) that didn’t have a choice but to work in-person during the
pandemic, which is why Amazon changed its unpaid leave policy on May 1 in which employees
st

working at warehouses and fulfilment centers could request an unpaid leave of absence and stay
home and still retain their jobs at Amazon. Amazon has also been providing two weeks paid time
off for those who reported to work and fell ill or have come into contact with someone who tested
positive for the virus (Statt, 2020). Amazon’s March 2020 blog stated- “If any team members are
unable or unwilling to work a scheduled shift, they can use unlimited unpaid time off through the
month of April without penalty, and we are supportive if someone chooses to stay home.” (Source:
The Verge)
-
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AMAZON CARE
Amazon care is a mobile application that provides 24x7 in-person (Mobile Care and Prescription
delivery) and virtual (Video Care and Care Chat) medical service that virtually connects people
to doctors and nurses for medical support. It allows people to message, talk, or video call for
medical assistance through the Amazon Care Application. If a user needs in-person care such as
physical assessments, vaccines, or common tests, Amazon dispatches a Mobile Care Nurse to
provide care right to the homes of the patients on whatever schedule is convenient for the patients.
They ensure that they are fully equipped with everything that the patient might require during the
assessment. Amazon Care first launched in Seattle in 2019 and was then rolled out to the rest of
Washington in September 2020. Currently, Amazon care is only eligible for amazon employees
and their dependents who are enrolled for the amazon care health insurance plan. The interested
individuals must be at least or above 18 years old, must live and work in Washington (Holly,
2020). Amazon Care has been extremely beneficial for amazon employees working in the
Washington area during the Covid-19 pandemic as it provided virtual and in-person care to the
individual in need during the crisis. Amazon care also has a blog dedicated to Covid-19 resources
where they have listed out important information related to Covid-19. The senior product manager
of Amazon Seattle also stated that he was able to receive 24/7 virtual assistance by Amazon Care
while he was Covid-19 positive and was working remotely from India. He expressed his gratitude
to the amazon care team and mentioned that amazon care followed up with him even post recovery
to make sure he had recovered well and received 2 weeks of paid leave from Amazon.
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Source: Amazon Care

HOW WELL DID AMAZON DO AT HANDLING THE CRISIS?
The senior Product Manager of Amazon said, “I think Amazon did a great job at handling the
pandemic well. Overall, I am satisfied as an employee of Amazon and the benefits that I received
to work from home productively. The internal communication was excellent, vaccinations were
provided at ease to us, and I am extremely grateful for Amazon Care which provided on
phone/video medical support which helped me recover from Covid.” He also stated that the
managers were actively communicating with the team and were extremely supportive and
understanding of circumstances.

In March 2020, Amazon also increased the hourly wages for employees in Canada, United States,
United Kingdom, and various parts of Europe by $2/hour. The company reported an annual
expense of $700 million in raises in wages (Statt, 2020).
-
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CRITICISMS & FAILURES
Although Amazon did a great job at handling the Coronavirus pandemic, there are a couple of
things the company could’ve done better and scandals that the company could've avoided. Amazon
and CEO Jeff Bezos received criticisms as news and information about poor management and
unsafe working conditions of their warehouses surfaced despite all the benefits and $4 billion of
expenditures on fighting Covid-19. Some warehouse employees had reportedly died of Covid-19
and many questions and concerns were raised regarding the firing of three employees who raised
their concerns about the unsafe working conditions and lack of protection. The three of the
employees were let go because they had been involved in inviting amazon’s employees to a virtual
chat between Amazon tech and warehouse workers, and for the circulation of petition on poor
labor practices during the pandemic (Davis, 2020). The company faced a number of employee
protests and legal proceedings in New York City for the company’s failures to keep workers safe.
In response to all the criticisms, Amazon listed a number of actions it has taken to ensure workplace
safety and support for their employees, including more than 150 significant process changes, the
setting up of more efficient testing stations, better sanitization of its sites, and increase in the
salaries (Yohn, 2020).

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS IN THE TIME OF A GLOBAL PANDEMIC

55

(Source: Pat Greenhouse/Boston Globe/ Getty Images)

“Amazon is exceptionally well-managed and has demonstrated great skill at spotting
opportunities and building repeatable processes for exploiting them. It has a corresponding lack
of vision about the human costs of the relentless growth and accumulation of wealth and power.
If we don’t like certain things Amazon is doing, we need to put legal guardrails in place to stop
those things. We don’t need to invent anything new; a combination of antitrust and living-wage
and worker-empowerment legislation, rigorously enforced, offers a clear path forward.”
-Former Amazon Vice President Tim Bray (Resigned in protest of Amazon’s practices during
the Coronavirus Pandemic)
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CONCLUSION
The Covid-19 crisis has radically reshaped the world and has accelerated the dominance of
Amazon in our lives in so many ways- how we work, what we consume, how we entertain
ourselves, and how we communicate with each other. In spite of the fact that a large number of
companies have suffered during the pandemic, Amazon was presented with opportunities to make
larger revenues, cash flows, research and development budgets, and a quick entry into health care.
The failures and criticisms proved that Amazon should remain ‘Customer Obsessed’ while also
becoming ‘Employee-Obsessed' because happier employees produce better results for the
company, and it will also increase the company's credibility. This paper analyzed the importance
of internal communication for any company- big or small. Despite all the success Amazon had,
the sharp criticism the company faced over the treatment of their employees proved to cause the
company their reputation negatively.

In Conclusion, Amazon is a great example of a company that handled the pandemic well by taking
swift decisions during the first onset of the global pandemic. The company was quick at
communicating internally with the employees and taking necessary steps to keep their employees
and the community safe.
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METHODS
For our Capstone research paper, we used both Primary and Secondary methods of research.

PRIMARY RESEARCH
As our research paper focuses on how the companies handled internal communication, Primary
research seemed to be the best way to proceed with our research regarding how companies handled
the novel Coronavirus pandemic internally. The primary research was conducted through
interviews to learn how UMASS Memorial, Clark Dining, and Amazon handled internal
communications during the pandemic. To get more insights on the internal communication for
UMass Memorial, we had an interview with Professor Anthony Berry, who is also a Senior
Director of Media and Public Relations at UMass Memorial Health. For Clark Dining, 6
employees, 4 student employees, and Mr. Robert Cicerone, the Operations Manager at Clark
Dining, was interviewed. Lastly, to get insights on internal communications for Amazon, we
interviewed Mr. Suresh Malhotra, who is a Senior Product Manager at Amazon.

SECONDARY RESEARCH
We also conducted secondary research to increase the overall effectiveness of the data we collected
through primary research. We obtained our information through various websites such as PR
News, Forbes, The Guardian, Pew Research Centre, etc. We also looked into peer reviewed articles
that we could find online as well as the Goddard Library, Clark University.
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CONCLUSION/RESULTS
•

Despite the fact that this was not a practice prior to Covid-19, the three size organizations
acted and implemented a communication plan that strengthened their internal
communications.

•

The three size organizations understood the importance of employee engagement to
navigate through the crisis while achieving organizational goals.

•

Beyond the financial success Amazon has had during the pandemic, its CEO Jeff Bezos
expressed that although he feels Amazon's direct relationship with employees is strong, the
company needs "a better vision for how we create value for employees — a vision for their
success."

•

The failures and criticisms proved that Amazon should remain ‘Customer Obsessed’ while
also becoming ‘Employee-Obsessed' because happier employees produce better results for
the company, and it will also increase the company's credibility.

•

The three size organizations understood the importance of the mental health of its
employees.

•

All organizations ratified the importance of a communication plan that should be
implemented prior to a crisis.

•

All organizations realized the need for measuring the impact and results of their strategies
so that they can improve and adjust their strategies as needed.
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